Objectives. This study estimates the age-specific and cumulative proportions of American adults who will experience poverty at some point during their elderly years. These life-span proportions represent a substantially different approach to understanding poverty than calculating either yearly cross-sectional rates or poverty spell durations. Results. The analyses indicate that 40% of America's elderly population will experience a year below the poverty line at some point between the ages of 60 and 90, and 48% of elders will experience poverty at the 125% level. The data further reveal that this life-span risk of poverty has remained relatively stable throughout the period of data collection . Finally, the likelihood of elderly Americans ever encountering a year below the poverty line increases dramatically for those who are Black, not married, and/or who have less than 12 years of education.
MAJOR public policy success story over the past 40 years \ has been the reduction of poverty within the elderly population. In 1959 the poverty rate for those aged 65 and over stood at 35.2%, representing the age group with the highest level of impoverishment. By 1997 the poverty rate for elderly adults had fallen to 10.5%. This was lower than the 13.3% rate for the overall population, and substantially lower than the 19.9% rate for children under the age of 18 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1998) .
This remarkable reduction in the overall risk of poverty for the elderly population has been credited primarily to the increasing generosity of Social Security, along with the introduction of the Medicare program in 1965 (Bok, 1996; Hurd, 1989) . Ironically, as a result of this success, some policy makers and social scientists have begun to question whether public policy may have gone too far in favoring elderly adults (Preston, 1984) . Yet, before concluding that elders' risk of poverty is minimal, one of the facts to ascertain is the likelihood of poverty across the entire elderly life span. This study seeks to derive such estimations.
Background
With the advent of several national panel studies including the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY), the Retirement History Study (RHS), and the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), considerable light has been shed on understanding the longitudinal dynamics of poverty spells. These data sets have allowed researchers to observe and track the individual dynamics of poverty and income mobility over time.
This body of research has revealed, first, that within the general population, most spells of poverty are of fairly short duration, typically 2 or 3 years at a time (Bane & Ellwood, 1986; Blank, 1997; Duncan, 1984; Duncan et al., 1995) . Second, many households that experience poverty will at some point experience poverty in their future (Stevens, 1994 ; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1996; Walker, 1994) . And third, over the course of a decade, poverty can touch a significant minority of the overall population (Devine, Plunkett, & Wright, 1992; Devine & Wright, 1993; Duncan, 1984) .
Analyses focusing directly on the dynamics of poverty amongst the elderly have revealed parallel findings. Using the RHS Study (covering the period of 1968-1978 and starting with individuals aged 58-63), Holden, Burkhauser, and Myers (1986) found that 29.7% of all cases would experience poverty during this 10-year period, compared to a peak yearly poverty rate of 13.9%. In addition, 80% of poor widows were able to escape poverty after 6 years, as were 88% of married couples. Finally, Holden and colleagues noted that many of those escaping from poverty would again fall below the poverty line in the near future-after 6 years, 53% of widows and 36% of married couples had reentered into poverty (also see Holden & Smeeding, 1990) .
Using the PSID data, Coe (1988) found that for those aged 65 and older, the likelihood of exiting from poverty was quite high within the first 3 years of impoverishment, but then fell dramatically beyond that point. As a result, a majority of poverty spells during the elderly years were relatively short-65% lasted 3 years or less-whereas a minority, 26.1%, were in the midst of a poverty spell lasting for 10 or more years.
hi many respects these findings mirror the overall findings of poverty dynamics for the general population. That is, poverty spells are fairly short term, rates of recidivism are relatively high, and poverty ends up touching a much greater percentage of the population than the use of cross-sectional data would indicate.
A second major focus of research on elderly poverty has examined the impact of widowhood on impoverishment (Bound, Duncan, Laren, & Oleinick, 1991; Dodge, 1995; Holden, 1988 ; S184 Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/psychsocgerontology/article-abstract/54B/4/S184/693101 by guest on 20 January 2019
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Holden, McLaughlin & Holden, 1993; Morgan, 1986; . This body of work has revealed that widows are at a distinct disadvantage in terms of facing a greater risk of poverty compared with married couples. For example, Zick and Smith (1986) found that 5 years following the death of a spouse, two out of five widows experienced at least one year below the poverty line, compared with one out of 10 married couples. This has led some academics to argue that poverty after age 65 is primarily a woman's problem (Barusch, 1994; Warlick, 1985) . Yet, research also indicates that widowers experience a risk of poverty similar to that of widows . Thus, it may be that gender increases the probability of poverty through a woman's greater likelihood of experiencing the death of a spouse.
These lines of research have added immeasurably to our understanding of poverty amongst the elderly. To date, however, no analysis has examined what the age-specific and cumulative proportions of poverty across the elderly years actually are. Because elderly adults typically live out an extended period of time during their retirement years, it is important to understand poverty from this life-span perspective. The age-specific and cumulative levels of poverty are thus significant measures of socioeconomic insecurity for the elderly group as a whole. Such measures add an essential element to thinking about the economic well-being of America's elderly population.
Furthermore, the understanding of how these proportions vary with respect to the key stratification variables of race, gender, marital status, and education is vital. These four attributes have long been associated with the risk of poverty and income inequality (Blank, 1997; Danziger & Gottschalk, 1995) . The manner in which they impact elders' prospects of poverty is an important component in understanding the overall process of economic insecurity within the U.S. elderly population.
In short, by revealing the life-span likelihood of impoverishment, an essential insight is added into the debate surrounding poverty, policy, and elderly Americans. As Holden, Burkhauser, and Myers (1986) note, If the movements into and out of poverty that we have observed just after retirement continue as couples age ... ever-poor rates may continue to rise for this cohort even if annual rates of poverty by age and marital status are stable over time. If this is true for the older population in general, policy makers may be unjustifiably sanguine about relatively low poverty rates among the elderly. Ever-poor rates tell a different story, (p. 297) That story, however, remains to be told across the entire elderly life span. Furthermore, it has not been told with respect to differences in key demographic characteristics. In order to do so, we turn to the Panel Study of Income Dynamics data, which allow us to construct a set of life tables estimating the probabilities of poverty across the entire elderly life span.
METHODS
Data Set
The PSID is a nationally representative longitudinal sample of households and families interviewed annually since 1968 (for a detailed description of the PSID, see Hill, 1992) . It constitutes the longest running panel data set in the United States. The PSID was specifically designed to track income dynamics over time and is therefore ideally suited for the purpose at hand.
Approximately 4,800 U.S. households were interviewed in 1968, which resulted in detailed information on roughly 18,000 individuals within those households. The PSID has since tracked these individuals annually, including children and adults who eventually broke off from their original households in order to form new households (e.g., children leaving home, separations, divorce). Thus, the PSID is designed so that in any given year the sample is representative of the entire nonimmigrant U.S. population.
Throughout the analysis we employed the sampling weights in order to ensure that the PSID sample would accurately reflect the U.S. population. We used the wave-specific individual weights, which correspond to the year in which the person is observed in the sample. Individual weights were adjusted on a yearly basis to account for sample attrition and population change.
We utilized both the household and individual levels of information from the initial wave of 1968, through 1992. Consequently, we have 25 years of longitudinal information embedded in our analysis, which translates into roughly 37,000 person-years of information for the adult population aged 60 and older.
Life Table Approach
Our analytical strategy was to use the household income and demographic information on individuals throughout this 25-year period in order to construct several life tables that estimate the proportion of Americans who will ever experience poverty across the elderly years. The life table is a technique that demographers and medical researchers have often used. Although primarily found in mortality analysis, it can be applied to other areas of research as well (Namboodiri & Suchindran, 1987) . The life table examines the extent to which a specific event occurs across intervals of time. In this analysis, our time intervals comprise each year an individual ages. During that year, we can calculate the probability of an event happening (in this case poverty) for those who have yet to experience the event. Furthermore, based upon these probabilities, the cumulative probabilities of an event occurring across the life span can be calculated. These cumulative probabilities represent the core of our analysis.
In short, we are looking across a wide age span and estimating at each age the specific and cumulative proportion of the population that will have been touched by a year below the poverty line. This represents a substantially different approach than examining the one-year rates of poverty, as the U.S. Census Bureau does, or the length and depth of poverty spell duration, as many longitudinal studies do.
The mechanics of deriving the specific probabilities are as follows. For each wave (or year) of the study we have information regarding the age of an individual as well as their total household income. From this we can determine whether the household (and hence the individuals in the household) fell below the official poverty line. If they did not, this is noted and the individual is allowed to continue to the next year. If, on the other hand, they did experience poverty, this is also noted, but the individual is then removed from any further analysis. In other words, once the event of poverty has occurred, the individual is no longer at risk of experiencing poverty for the first observed time and is excluded from the calculations of probabilities at later age intervals. Each age interval therefore contains a large number of individuals who have not experienced poverty and a much smaller number of individuals who have. From these numbers, the overall proportion of the population experiencing a first observed spell of poverty at each specific age is calculated. Finally, from these age-specific proportions, one can then generate the cumulative proportions that span the elderly life cycle.
A consequence (and we believe advantage) of this approach is that period effects are smoothed out both within and across the age intervals. For example, some of the 3,138 individuals who are contained in our 60-year-old group experienced their 60th year in 1968, some in 1975, some in 1992, and so on. The advantage of this is that any historical or period effects, such as a recession, will not unduly affect any particular age group or our hypothetical cohort as a whole (which can happen if one uses only one point in time to construct a life table).
Individuals may contribute anywhere from 1 to 25 personyears within the life table. For example, a woman within the PSID study who turned 60 in 1975, and then in 1979 experienced a year below the poverty line, would have contributed 5 person-years within our analysis. In this case, she would be included in the estimates for ages 60,61,62,63, and 64. In order to use the full array of data and to extend our analysis beyond the 25 years of data points, we allowed individuals to enter our life tables at the ages at which they entered the study, rather than simply age 60. For example, an individual who was age 65 in 1968 (the start of the study) would be included in our 65-year-old age-specific probabilities and then followed accordingly (although obviously they would be excluded from the 60 to 64 age-specific probabilities). This procedure enables us to extend the life table probabilities to age 90. More importantly, it allows us to use the full array of data found in the PSID, which ensures ample sample size for all age categories from which we derive our estimated probabilities.
A consequence of this approach, however, is that it introduces left censoring into the analysis. Left censoring occurs for individuals who enter the study in midstream and for whom we do not have information as to whether the event (in this case, poverty) has occurred prior to the age of entry. If the behavior of individuals who are left censored is similar to individuals who we know are not left censored (and therefore have yet to experience the event), then there is no bias introduced into the life tables (Allison, 1984; Namboodiri & Suchindran, 1987) .
However, one could argue in the case of poverty, that the behavior of left-censored individuals may be somewhat different in the following respect. Some of the individuals who are left censored have undoubtedly experienced poverty at a prior point in their unobserved elderly ages. Based upon the research cited earlier, individuals who have experienced poverty in the past are at a greater risk to experience poverty in the future when compared to individuals who have not experienced poverty. As a result, our age-specific estimates could be upwardly biased.
Fortunately, we are able to detect and correct for such bias using the following procedure, which builds upon the work of Allison (1984) , Cox and Oakes (1984) , Namboodiri and Suchindran (1987) , and Turnbull, Jiang, and Clark (1997) . We first constructed our life tables for the initial 21 years (ages 60-80) according to the described method. We then produced a second group of life tables, but with all left-censored cases removed (older than age 80 the sample sizes became too low to warrant confidence in). By comparing the two, the pattern and extent of any bias resulting from left censoring could be examined. This procedure was used for each of our life table analyses.
In general, our original probabilities tended to be somewhat higher than those without the left-censored cases. This tendency was relatively stable and consistent across the specific age categories (allowing confidence in projecting this pattern throughout the age categories). From these comparisons, we could determine the overall amount and direction of bias in our original estimates. A correction factor was then calculated for each life table in order to adjust our original age-specific probabilities accordingly. In this fashion we were able to detect and correct for the fact that left censoring is present in our estimations, yet still use the full array of data in order to build our life tables. We would argue that this is the preferable strategy when compared to the approach of building the life tables exclusively from the more limited number of non-left-censored cases. Such an approach would result in a truncated life table in which the total cumulative and later age-specific probabilities could only be estimated through projections.
Measurement
We begin our life table analyses with age 60. Obviously any demarcation of the "elderly years" is subjective. The logic in choosing age 60 as our starting point is that a number of individuals begin to retire or substantially reduce their working hours during their early 60s (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1997). In addition, individuals may begin collecting their Social Security benefits at age 62. Thus, the shift to retirement status starts to occur at approximately age 60, providing a conceptual justification to begin our analysis at this point. We also constructed a set of life tables beginning at age 65, with the results telling the same basic story.
For those who are age 60, we look at the overall proportion of the population who are below the poverty line. The 60-yearold age-specific poverty rate will be similar to the overall poverty rate for age 60. However, as we move away from age 60, our rates will be much lower than the Census Bureau's agespecific estimates because we are eliminating any individuals who have experienced poverty during their earlier elderly ages.
Individuals' poverty history prior to age 60 is not germane to this analysis. Our concern lies in the overall proportion of elderly people who will experience poverty between the ages of 60 to 90 regardless of their prior economic history. Likewise, although selecting only individuals who were above the poverty line at age 59 (and hence transitioned into poverty at age 60 or older) is consistent with a hazard modeling approach, it introduces significant bias into our objective of estimating the overall proportion of the elderly population who will experience poverty, as well as violating the underlying assumptions of the life table (Namboodiri & Suchindran, 1987) .
Our measure of poverty is identical to that used by the U.S. Bureau of the Census (1998) in estimating the overall U.S. poverty rates. Total household income is the measuring stick to determine whether individuals fell below the poverty line or not. As advocated by Rogers, Brown, and Cook (1994) , we use the standard, non-age-adjusted poverty thresholds. Rates of poverty derived from the PSID tend to be somewhat lower than those obtained from the Census Bureau. This is in all likelihood the result of a more complete accounting of income within the PSID (see Duncan, 1984; Minarik, 1975) .
Households below specific income levels are considered poor. These levels represent what is considered the least amount of income needed for a household to purchase a minimally adequate basket of goods (e.g., food, clothing, shelter) throughout the year. In order to account for the factor of inflation, the actual poverty thresholds are adjusted each year to reflect the changes that occur within the Consumer Price Index. Thus, the dollar values pertaining to the specific poverty levels for households during the 25 waves of the PSID will vary each year with the rate of inflation.
The level itself will also vary depending on household size. For example, in 1997 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1998), a household of one was considered poor if its income fell below $8,183; a household of two was counted as poor if its income was under $10,473; for a household of three the level was $ 12,802; a household of four was considered poor if its income fell below $16,400; and so on.
Our reason for using the official poverty level as our dependent variable is that it represents the measure most used in policy and academic discussions regarding the economic vulnerability of elderly adults. Although often criticized, it remains the standard technique and approach in America for judging impoverishment (for a general discussion on various aspects of the official measurement of poverty, see Focus, 1998; National Research Council, 1995; Ruggles, 1990 ; and for a specific discussion on the measurement of poverty and the elderly population, see Rogers et al., 1994) .
In addition to the official measurement of poverty, we also examined those falling below 50% of the poverty line as a yardstick for extreme poverty, and those falling below 125% of the poverty level as a measure of the poor and near poor. These alternative demarcations correspond to the reporting practices of the U.S. Census Bureau.
The extent of cohort differences in the risk of poverty was examined as well. We divided our sample into those who turned 60 at or before 1974 (or alternatively were born at or before 1914), and those turning 60 after 1974 (or who were born after 1914). We chose this date as a dividing line because the time period around 1974 represented several major changes within social policy programs directed to the elderly population. In addition, by splitting the sample according to this date, our early birth cohort experiences the ages of 60 to 75 primarily during the late 1960s and 1970s, while our later birth cohort experiences these ages primarily during the 1980s and early 1990s. Again, the poverty level, and 50% and 125% of the poverty level, are examined.
Having looked at the incidence of poverty for the entire elderly sample, we then focused our life table analyses upon four background variables that have been shown to be associated with the risk of poverty for both the general population and the elderly population specifically-race, gender, marital status, and education (Hardy & Hazelrigg, 1995; McLaughlin & Jensen, 1993; Schiller, 1998) . Race was dichotomized into Black/White, gender into female/male, marital status into not married/married, and education into less than 12 years/12 or more years. Race, gender, and education are basically time invariant variables, but marital status can and does change over time. These changes were incorporated within our analysis (for a discussion of the issue of discrete time event history analysis, see Allison, 1984 ; for an analysis of the impact of marital status changes upon elders' economic well-being, see Burkhauser, Butler, & Holden, 1991 ; and for a discussion of the methodological issues surrounding such changes, see .
A multivariate life table was constructed estimating the probabilities of poverty for individuals with various combinations of race, gender, marital status, and education. These probabilities were obtained through the estimation of 26 separate logit equations, and then transforming the individual logit coefficients into age-specific and cumulative proportions (Guilkey & Rindfuss, 1987; Rank, 1988) .
RESULTS
Overall Population
We begin our analysis by focusing on the likelihood of experiencing poverty at some point during the elderly years as a whole. Starting with age 60, and continuing through age 90, Table 1 displays the age-specific and cumulative proportions experiencing poverty at the 50%, 100%, and 125% levels. Our sample sizes for each of the specific ages are quite large, allowing for substantial confidence in the estimates. For example, in Table 1 , under the 100% level, there are 3,138 cases at age 60, by age 75 there are 1,075 cases, and by age 85 there are 340 cases.
The cumulative proportion of adults experiencing poverty is obtained by first calculating the age-specific proportion of survivors (1 minus the age-specific proportions). The cumulative proportion of survivors is then calculated by multiplying the proportion of survivors through each age interval. The cumulative proportion of individuals experiencing poverty is 1 minus the proportion of cumulative survivors. For example, in Table 1 at the 100% level the proportion of cumulative survivors through age 65 is .9460 X .9856 X .9843 X .9885 X .9809 X .9864 = .8778. The cumulative proportion of adults experiencing poverty is therefore 1 -.8778 = .1222.
Looking first at the occurrence of poverty at the 100% level (middle two columns), the cumulative proportions show that by age 70, 17.9% of the elderly U.S. population will have spent a year below the poverty line. By age 75, nearly one quarter of the population have experienced poverty. At age 85, 35.3% of elderly Americans will have lived at least a year in poverty, and for those surviving up to age 90,40.4% will have experienced poverty. What this analysis reveals is that rather than being an event occurring to a small minority of the elderly U.S. population, poverty is an experience that can touch a sizable number of elderly Americans at some point during their later years.
It is estimated that for those reaching the age of 60, average life expectancy is yet another 21 years (National Center for Health Statistics, 1997) . Thus the average length of time for which these individuals are at risk of poverty is from age 60 to 81. Consequently, using the probabilities in Table 1 , we can estimate that 29.7% of 60-year-olds will experience poverty at some point during their final years.
The overall pattern beyond the first several years is for the age-specific proportions to slowly rise with age. The beginning age-specific proportions are high as a result of this being the starting point of our life table. Thus, the age-specific proportion at age 60 will be similar to the overall likelihood of experienc-ing poverty at age 60. However, this coinciding of estimates fades as we move away from the starting point of our life table.
By averaging these proportions (beginning with age 65) across the 5-year intervals, we are able to see the general pattern more clearly. The 5-year averages are: 65 to 69 = .0125; 70 to 74 = .0143; 75 to 79 = .0151; 80 to 84 = .0170; 85 to 89 = .0182. What these averages reflect is a greater age specific risk of experiencing poverty as one grows older. This pattern is consistent to that found for cross-sectional age-specific poverty rates pertaining to elderly adults in general (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1998).
The estimates for experiencing poverty at the 125% level are found in the two right-hand columns of Table 1 . This captures the experience of poverty and near poverty conditions. As might be expected, these proportions are higher than those pertaining to the official poverty line (indeed, if one compares the Census Bureau's 100% and 125% estimates of poverty, elderly adults have the largest percentage increase of any age group). By age 70, 22.2% of the elderly group have fallen below 125% of the poverty line; by age 80, slightly over one third; and by age 90, nearly one half (47.7%). Again, referring back to the average life expectancy of an additional 21 years at age 60, 36.4% of 60-year-olds will experience poverty at the 125% level at some point during their final years.
Finally, the two left-hand columns contain the proportions of elderly adults who experience dire poverty (as measured by falling below one half of the official poverty line). Here we find that the risk of acute poverty among the elderly group is quite low. The cumulative percentage by age 70 is 5.4%; 10.5% by age 80; and 14.7% by age 90. Although over one third of elders have experienced a year below the official poverty line by the time they reach age 85, only 12.2% have experienced extreme poverty. These findings are consistent with those of McLaughlin and Jensen (1993) who found that ... while elderly persons cluster at the lower end of the income distribution (i.e., have comparatively high poverty and near poverty rates), they are less likely to be in deep poverty than individuals younger than 65. This could be due to Social Security benefits, which offer minimal but stable income for many elderly families, and to Supplemental Security Income, which offers a safety net not normally accessible to younger people, (p. 48) Table 1 thus indicates that poverty (but not dire poverty) is an event that can touch a surprisingly high percentage of Americans at some point during their elderly years. This pattern has long been masked by the fact that the overall poverty rate for elders is fairly low. That is, in any given year the likelihood of poverty is relatively modest. However, this likelihood quickly accumulates over time, resulting in a sizable percentage of individuals experiencing poverty or near poverty conditions at some point during their later years of life.
Changes Over Time
We next examine how this likelihood has changed over time. Clearly, the elderly population's cross-sectional risk of poverty has dropped dramatically from the 1960s to the present (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1998). Within the PSID this is evident. For example, in a separate analysis we find that the PSID overall poverty rate for those in their 60s was 10.6% in 1970; 6.2% in 1975; 3.8% in 1980; 3.4% in 1985; and 4.2% in 1990 . The corresponding percentages for those in their 70s were 20.4% in 1970; 9.5% in 1975; 7.3% in 1980; 5.3% in 1985; and 6.1% in 1990 . And for those in their 80s the figures were 28. 0% in 1970; 10.3% in 1975; 7.1% in 1980; 6.2% in 1985; and 10.2% in 1990 . Clearly, the cross-sectional likelihood of poverty for elderly adults at various ages has fallen over the past three decades.
In Table 2 we examine whether the life span occurrence has also fallen over time. In order to do so, we divide our sample into two birth cohorts-those who turned 60 at or prior to 1974 (born at or before 1914) and those who turned 60 after 1974 (born after 1914). Consequently, our earlier birth cohort is experiencing the ages of 60 to 75 during roughly the later 1960s and 1970s, whereas our later birth cohort is experiencing these ages primarily during the 1980s and early 1990s. Our life table is carried out only through age 75 because of sample size limitations.
The period around 1974 represents several important changes in social policy for elders, and therefore serves as a helpful dividing line for our two cohorts. First, Supplemental (Schulz, 1995) . As a result of these changes, those in our later birth cohort were the beneficiaries of a more generous government policy directed to the elderly population. The top panel of Table 2 examines the occurrence of dire poverty, poverty, and near poverty for our earlier birth cohort, and the bottom panel estimates these proportions for our later birth cohort. By comparing the two, we can gauge the extent to which the life span risk has been altered over time. Looking first at poverty below 50% of the official poverty line, there has been virtually no change in that risk. For our earlier birth cohort, 7.0% will have experienced a year of dire poverty by the time they reach age 75, and for our later birth cohort the figure is 7.4%.
Likewise, the proportions experiencing poverty at the 100% level vary little between our earlier and later cohort. By age 75, 24.1 % of our earlier cohort have experienced poverty versus 21.4% for our later cohort. Furthermore, most of this relatively small difference is the result of the cross-sectional difference at age 60 (recall that the first year in our life table represents the cross-sectional poverty rate at that age). If we factor this out, the percentage difference in the risk of poverty over a 15-year age period (61-75) is less than 1 percentage point.
Consequently, our data indicate that the life span occurrence of poverty at the 50% and 100% levels has not declined over time (at least through age 75), while the cross-sectional occurrence clearly has. The methodological consequences are important for our analysis. These findings indicate that by pooling our data across the period of 1968 to 1992, we are not introducing noticeable cohort effects into the analysis. Consequently, our life tables would appear to be reflecting the effects of aging on the probabilities of experiencing poverty, rather than a cohort effect. In addition, we examined the presence of any cohort differences for other age intervals (e.g., ages 65-80, 70-85, 75-90) as well as within the categories of race, gender, marital status, and education. Once again, the data revealed little differences across cohorts.
Only in the case of poverty at the 125% level has the life span proportion fallen to any measurable extent. By age 75,35.1% of our earlier cohort have experienced poverty at this level, versus 27.1% for our later cohort. Factoring out the cross-sectional difference at age 60, the likelihood of poverty at the 125% level has fallen by approximately 6 percentage points by age 75.
Multivariate Life Table Analysis of Demographic Characteristics
Our third life table analysis examines the impact that several key demographic factors have upon the likelihood of falling below the official poverty line. These include race, gender, marital status, and education. In a separate analysis (not shown here but available by request), we constructed individual life tables for each of these factors. These life tables revealed that by the age of 85,64.6% of Blacks, 38.3% of females, 51.2% of those not married, and 48.4% of individuals with less than 12 years of education had experienced at least one year below the poverty line. In contrast, 32.7% of Whites, 31.1% of males, 24.9% of marrieds, and 20.4% of those with less than 12 years of education had experienced poverty at some point between the ages of 60 and 85. Consequently, the bivariate analysis indicated substantial differences in the risk of poverty by race, gender, marital status, and education. In Table 3 we assess the simultaneous impact of these variables upon the occurrence of poverty.
In order to measure this, a multivariate life table was built (see Guilkey & Rindfuss, 1987) . To construct this life table, 26 separate logit models were estimated for ages 60 through 85. Race, gender, marital status, education, and poverty status were dichotomized as noted above. From these models a series of logit coefficients were obtained. The coefficients from these models were then used to create a multivariate life table predicting poverty for individuals with differing sets of characteristics. As Guilkey and Rindfuss (1987) state, Consider the logistic regression for segment x. We can evaluate this regression equation for any given set of characteristics of the independent variables to produce a predicted probability that a set of individuals with those characteris- Note: GE = greater than or equal to; LT = less than.
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These probabilities were obtained by the equation:
where Xi is the value of the predictor variable, Bi is the logit coefficient, e is the antilog, and qx is the predicted probability. For example, to estimate the probability of poverty at age 60 for a White, married female with 12 or more years of education, we first sum the product of the logit coefficients times the values of the predictor variables. In this case the resulting figure is -4.0166. The antilog of-4.0166 is .0180141. The equation thus reads:
The resulting qx is equal to .0177, which represents the probability that a woman with the above characteristics will experience poverty during her 60th year (as shown in the upper lefthand portion of Table 3) . This procedure is then used to calculate the probabilities of poverty for individuals with the same set of characteristics for ages 61 through 85. From these age-specific probabilities, the cumulative probabilities can be calculated as in Tables 1 and 2 . For reasons of space, we report only the cumulative probabilities at 5-year intervals.
This method allows us to compare the risk of poverty for individuals with various combinations of characteristics. Table 3 is arranged such that those with the least likelihood of experiencing poverty are in the upper left-hand portions of the table, and those with the greatest likelihood of experiencing poverty are found in the lower right-hand portions.
Several patterns are apparent. First, the likelihood of poverty is dramatically altered by the various combinations of characteristics. Whereas only 13% of White, married females with 12 or more years of education will experience poverty by age 85, 88.1% of Black, not married females with less than 12 years of education will experience poverty during the same age span.
Second, education, race, and marital status all have sizable independent effects on increasing or decreasing the occurrence of poverty during the elderly years. These varying effects can be seen by contrasting differing profiles of individuals at risk of poverty. For example, a White, married male with 12 or more years of education has a cumulative level of poverty by age 85 of 14.1%. In contrast, his not married counterpart's cumulative level is 30.9%; his less than 12 years of education counterpart's level is 35.4%; and his Black counterpart's level of poverty is 24.5%. Clearly, marital status, education, and race independently exert sizable effects upon the cumulative likelihood of poverty. This is also indicated by the fact that in virtually all of the 26 individual logit models, the variables of marital status, education, and race were significant at the <.01 level.
Furthermore, the effects on the risk of poverty of being not married, having less than 12 years of education, and of being Black are additive. For both women and men, possessing one of these characteristics more than doubles the cumulative risk of poverty by age 85. Possessing any two of these characteristics increases the cumulative risk four to five times, while possessing all three characteristics results in a six to sevenfold increase in the risk of poverty by age 85.
Finally, once these three variables are accounted for, the effect of gender is inconsequential. For example, comparing the cumulative proportions for White males and females with a similar marital status and educational attainment reveals a basically identical pattern of poverty. The same is true for Black males and females. Thus, although race, education, and marital status exert sizable independent effects upon the probability of poverty across the elderly years, gender does not. Rather than a direct effect, gender undoubtedly asserts itself indirectly through the fact that women are more likely than men to experience widowhood (and hence inherit the status of not married), and because of previous educational barriers, women are more likely to have less than 12 years of education.
DISCUSSION
To summarize, we believe that our findings in Tables 1-3 shed a different light on the issue of poverty within the elderly population than that traditionally portrayed. Poverty is an experience that at some point can touch a surprisingly high percentage of Americans during their elderly years (as measured across the period of 1968-1992). Our estimations indicated that between the ages of 60 and 90,40.4% of Americans experienced at least one year below the poverty line, while 47.7% experienced at least a year in which their income fell below 125% of the poverty line. Factoring in overall life expectancy rates, we can estimate that, on average, 29.7% of 60-year-old Americans will experience poverty at some point during their elderly years, and 36.4% will experience poverty at the 125% level.
Rather than an isolated event occurring to a small fraction of the elderly population, a substantial number of Americans encounter poverty firsthand during their later years (only in the case of dire poverty is the risk fairly small). This pattern has long been masked by the fact that the overall poverty rate for the elderly is relatively low. That is, in any given year the risk of poverty is modest. However, that risk quickly accumulates over time, resulting in a sizable percentage of individuals experiencing poverty conditions at some point during their later years of life. This elevated incidence is also present in life table analyses we have conducted for nonelderly age categories (Rank & Hirschl, 1999) .
The likelihood of experiencing poverty varies dramatically by race, education, and marital status. In both a bivariate and multivariate context, being Black, having less than 12 years of education, and not being married substantially increase the likelihood of poverty during the elderly years. In combination, these variables radically reduce or increase the cumulative chances of experiencing poverty. For example, 88.1% of not married, Black females with less than 12 years of education fell below the poverty line at some point during the ages of 60 to 85, whereas only 13% of married, White females with 12 or more years of education were touched by poverty.
We would argue that education, race, and to a much lesser extent marital status (because it is time variant), capture the prior effect of these variables upon socioeconomic status and earnings potential. This, in turn, carries over into old age (McLaughlin & Jensen, 1993) . Having higher education and being White are indicators within the elderly population that such individuals have likely earned more or have been in households earning more during their prime working years, and consequently are likely to be better off during their retirement years.
In contrast, gender differences in the likelihood of experiencing poverty are not pronounced. The impact of gender upon cumulative patterns of poverty is nonexistent within a multivariate context. Although gender undoubtedly plays an indirect role in affecting the occurrence of poverty (through women acquiring lower levels of educational attainment and experiencing widowhood at a greater rate than men), it plays no direct role in increasing or decreasing the chance of poverty at some point during the elderly years.
Taken together, these findings would appear to have several important implications within a broader social policy domain. They suggest that it is a mistake to conclude that the likelihood of poverty during the elderly years is inconsequential. While programs such as Social Security and Medicare have had dramatic effects on reducing poverty, to retrench from this commitment on the grounds that they have "solved" the problem is simply incorrect. Poverty remains a very real possibility during the later years of life. This is particularly true for African Americans, individuals not married, and those with less than 12 years of education. In these cases, the current array of social programs to assist the elderly has largely failed to avert their risk of poverty.
Furthermore, although the cross-sectional likelihood of poverty has fallen over the past three decades, our data indicate that the life span occurrence has remained fairly constant. This result provides an interesting counterpoint to the policy success of poverty reduction among elders in a cross-sectional sense. The reason for this pattern has to do with the fact that although social policy programs have become more effective in protecting elderly adults from poverty at any single point in time, they have not necessarily shown the same increasing effectiveness in averting the event of poverty over a much longer period of time.
On a more promising note, public policy would appear to have been largely effective in preventing elders from falling into dire poverty during their final years. Although elderly people remain vulnerable to dropping below the poverty line during the last years of life, they are relatively protected from the occurrence of experiencing extreme poverty. Social Security, Supplemental Security Income, and the Medicare and Medicaid programs have combined to provide reasonable protection from the extreme ravages of poverty.
Our findings also indicate that the risk of ever experiencing poverty during the elderly years is equally shared by women and men. We would argue that social policy programs have likely played an important role in reducing the traditional gender economic disparities at the bottom end of the income scale during the retirement years.
Finally, we believe our approach illustrates the utility of a life table perspective in assessing policy-relevant risks. Social programs are often designed to minimize or eliminate particular risks over the long term (i.e., destitution in old age). The concept of social insurance epitomizes this philosophy. By utilizing a life table approach, we have been able to estimate the degree to which a particular risk such as poverty remains. The extent to which it does reflects upon the past and current effectiveness of public policy in accomplishing its specific goals over the life span of individuals. Projecting into the future is considerably more problematic. Our life tables are based upon data points from the late 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, and early 1990s. Whether these probabilities will characterize future cohorts of elderly Americans remains to be seen.
In conclusion, elderly adults generally have been portrayed as representing a demographic group with a relatively low likelihood of poverty. This perspective is often based upon crosssectional data such as that from the U.S. Census Bureau. Our life table analysis indicates that poverty is an event that can touch a surprisingly high percentage of Americans at some point during their elderly years. This pattern has long been masked by the fact that the overall poverty rate for elders is fairly low; that is, in any given year the occurrence of poverty is relatively modest. However, such occurrences quickly accumulate over time, resulting in a sizable percentage of individuals experiencing poverty or near poverty conditions at some point during their later years of life.
